H ealth care organizations generate more than 5 million tons of waste each year; the OR is responsible for 20 to 30 percent of this waste. 1 The prevalence of chronic diseases linked to exposure to such toxic chemicals and industrial pollutants is growing. 2 The AORN Position Statement on Environmental Responsibility indicates that because nurses have an ethical and professional responsibility to advocate for the health of their patients, and because human health is dependent on the environment, nurses by extension should work to actively protect the environment by promoting and participating in initiatives that mitigate environmental effects. 2 AORN has taken a stance on environmental issues for more than 20 years, providing guidance on incorporating environmentally responsible practices into its recommendations wherever applicable. 2 This trend continues with the recently updated AORN "Guideline for sterilization," 3 which is described in this month's Guideline First Look article. Based on new evidence in the literature, a recommendation was added for health care organizations to assess the environmental effects of sterilization processes and equipment. 3 The guideline outlines such initiatives as establishing a strategy for shutting down idle steam sterilizers and evaluating environmentally safe and responsible methods for sterilization (e.g., energy conservation, emission reduction) when making purchasing decisions. 3 
The nurse's role
Reducing environmental effects obviously goes beyond sterilization considerations. Waste and hazardous material reduction, energy and water conservation, and environmentally preferable purchasing decisions in all areas of perioperative practice can aid in reducing environmental effects, with the added benefits of decreasing expenses, optimizing operational efficiency, and improving patient and personnel safety. 4, 5 Nurses can be integral in identifying opportunities and methods to reduce environmental effects.
Nurses can change their own habits (e.g., turning off lights and equipment when not in use), as well as encourage colleagues to do the same. 4 They can recommend use of reusable rather than disposable products, less damaging renewable energy sources, recycling protocols, and nontoxic cleaning products. 4, 5 As credible and trusted professionals, nurses also can be influential outside the perioperative environment by providing education to people in their communities on how environmental factors affect health. 5 
Helpful resources
The Alliance of Nurses for Healthy Environments has information on the nurse's role in environmental health, including promotion, research, evidencebased practices, and policy. 5 Practice Greenhealth has resources for all people working in the health care industry, including some specific to the OR, to support creation of safer and greener workplaces. 
Conclusion
In guidelines and position statements, AORN continues to address the role of perioperative personnel in protecting the environment. To improve the health of all personnel and patients, perioperative RNs can work to actively reduce the environmental effects of their daily practice, as well as engage with people in their community on issues related to health and the environment.
